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During the academic year 1897-98, a series of events offered

the public press the opportunity to bring Lafayette College into

unenviable notoriety. There was, first, the fire in Pardee Hall,

which for the second time laid the most prominent building of

the college in ruins, causing many to express the opinion that

this could only have happened through gross carelessness on the

part of some of the officers. Following this, there came a series

of acts of petty vandalism, such as cutting the vines growing on

the buildings, tarring the chapel seats, etc., which in the minds

of the non-college world were thought to be pranks of students,

much to the discredit of the tone of student-life at Lafayette.

The student-body became so aroused at these successive acts

that they organized a search for the real culprit, which led to the

arrest of some of their number with others of the “town.” At

the preliminary examination, the evidence was not sufficient to

implicate them and they were discharged.

Most of the acts of vandalism were directed against the College

Chapel and were committed immediately before some important

college function. Consequently the possibility of another act on

the evening preceding Baccalaureate Sunday was recognized, and

a watchman was stationed in the chapel as a precaution. It was

a wise procedure. During the evening the chapel was opened

by a key, and a man’s step was heard coming up the aisle. The

intruder, who was grabbed by the watchman, broke loose and

escaped, not until he was struck on the breast by a small section

of garden hose which the watchman used as a club. The intruder

left a basket containing rotten eggs, disclosing the purpose of

his visit, and, what was more to the purpose, his key, which the

chief janitor recognized as the one that had been loaned to a
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former instructor of the college. This clue, along with certain

other facts which had caused a suspicion in the minds of the

detectives, led to the arrest of George H. Stephens, somewhile

Associate Professor in Ethics and Logic in the college. He was

brought to Easton and, under the cross-examination by the

county detective, made a confession of the incendiarism and all

the acts of vandalism. The characteristics of an individual of

sufficient mental calibre and polite culture to be able to secure

the position held by this man and afterwards to commit these

acts, at the same time maintaining his position among his friends,

cannot but afford an interesting study. The writer of this article

is not an alienist, and will make no effort to decide whether the

type is one of mental defect or moral degeneracy; whether he is

to be classed among the insane or as a criminal. The effort has

been to secure such an account of the man and his actions as

will furnish the readers of this article the data on which to base

their own conclusions.

George H. Stephens was born at Heart Lake, Susquehanna

County, Pennsylvania, on May 7th, 1866. Of his ancestry, his

maternal grandparents were related to each other as uncle and

niece, and were all of the social type ordinarily found among the

tillers of the small or moderate-sized farms in the Middle States.

On his father’s side his ancestry is reported to be strong and

reliable; but on his mother’s side it is designated as “weak”; his

mother had one brother who was foolish. I cannot learn of any

especial lack of care in the early education of the boy. It prob-

ably did not differ from that usually bestowed, being the result

of custom or of the impulse of the parent rather than of a study

of the personal characteristics of the child. I do find a number

of incidents beginning early in life and scattered all along which

show the disposition to retaliate for injuries real or fancied. This

disposition Stephens while at Princeton acknowledged to be his

“besetting sin,” saying that he never forgot an injury nor could

he rest content until he revenged himself. Some of these mci-

dents will be mentioned in their proper order in this brief sketch

of his career. Thus when a small boy, after being reproved or

punished by his mother, he would show his resentment by pour-

ing hot water on her choice plants or by pulling up vegetables

from the garden.
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- As a school-boy in the ordinary country school, one of his

schoolmates does not recall anything very different in Stephens’

conduct from the other boys, except his harboring resentment

for a long while after any of the usual school-boy differences.

Another says that he was always at the head of his class, was

pleasant if he could have his own way, but desired to retaliate

were his will crossed. Another informant, who knew him as a

boy, speaks of this revengeful habit as a lad; this last testimony

is of value, since he never had any faith in the boy nor in the

sincerity of his professed conversion, which forms the next step

in his career; the opinion being formed before the latter acts of

his life is not prejudiced by them, however much personal grati-

fication there may be in its confirmation.

When he was about i� years old, he listened to an address

delivered by the Rev. H. H. Jessup, D. D., of the Presbyterian

Mission at Beirut, Syria. This address was given at Montrose,

the birthplace of Dr. Jessup, and not far from Heart Lake. This

address impressed young Stephens, and he expressed a desire to

unite with the Presbyterian Church of Montrose. This act of

his son displeased his father, who was a Universalist in belief,

and he crossed the boy’s desire and hindered him in his efforts

to secure an education in various ways. He was taken under the

care of the Presbyterian Church at Montrose (but never, at any

time, under the care of the Board of Education of the Church at

large) to be educated for the ministry.

It may be well to state at this point that this sketch is prepared

from materials obtained from various sources. Some of it from

statements made by Mr. Stephens to his acquaintances at Easton

and some from information given by those who were acquainted

with him near his home, and it was noticeable in these statements

that he was very reticent of some incidents in his life, sometimes

so speaking as to leave an incorrect impression. Thus the be-

ginnings toward his education were pursued at Park College,

Missouri, but of this, while apparently confidential in his auto-

biographic reminiscences, he said nothing, at least to some of his

friends; and more, on one or two occasions when Park College

was mentioned he spoke rather unfavorably about it. This ten-

dency at concealment under the guise of perfect frankness was



500 GEORGE H. STEPHENS-INSANE OR CRIMINAL [Jan.

noticeable in other matters. He did not succeed at Park Col-

lege.’

I have been unable to learn anything of his personal charac-

teristics during his stay at Park College. He was a student in

the Academy for the year 1886-87 and went there with the in-

tention of working some hours each day to help him secure

his education. His reason for leaving was that he was not able

to stand the work and the study, although his friends at Montrose

were led to believe that malarial poison undermined his health.

His record as a student or as an earnest reliable workman did not

come up to the expectation. In the judgment of the faculty he

did not seem desirous of exerting himself physically and as he

found it possible through his friends to attend school where

manual labor was not a necessity, he left.

He entered Princeton in the class of 1891 ostensibly as a can-

didate for the Gospel ministry under the care of his Presbytery;

he was graduated with special honors, being awarded the Fellow-

ship in Mental Sciences for 1892-93.

One incident in his Princeton life will suffice. He was a

member of the Board of the Nassau Literary Magazine and was

‘The Park College Record for August �‘th, i8g8, contains the following:
“A recent card from a long-time friend, who took a special interest in

the person referred to below, contains the following sentence: ‘Alas, for
George H. Stephens! If he had staid at Park College through the course,
I do not believe he would now be in jail.’ The reference is to the late
professor in Lafayette College, who has recently been arrested for in-
cendiarism and malicious destruction of property. This sad fall is kept
for a moment from sinking into oblivion, only to show the grounds on
which our friend based her conclusion.

Park College is emphatically a place for testing, with the result that
multitudes leave who would have remained through the course at other

colleges. With the testing comes the persistent offer of help in correcting
the moral as well as mental aberrations and in strengthening the weak
points brought to light. Mental weakness when associated with moral
strength is patiently, lovingly tolerated and helped, but moral weakness,

- however great the brain power, which persistently refuses the help offered
in character building, is not long tolerated. Had our fallen brother here

accepted the discipline designed to correct the self-sufficiency and yin-

dictiveness which finally wrecked him, he might now be filling an honored
and useful position. Park College does not often, and never knowingly
and intentionally, furnish the added power of education to men who are
likely to be a dishonor to itself and a power for evil in the world.”
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accused by his fellow-editors of misappropriating some of the

money. This led to a quarrel with one of his associates and to

Stephens’ expulsion from the board. On the following year

both men were pursuing graduate studies at Princeton on fellow-

ships. Stephens made charges of a serious nature against his

classmate, urging that his fellowship be forfeited. The faculty

took cognizance of these charges, appointed a committee who

reported them to be entirely without foundation. Stephens was

not content to let the matter rest, but offered the Princetonu�n

double advertising rates to publish an attack upon his classmate.

He was possessed of some property, and about this time he was

able to secure control of it, or he so represented it in some of his

statements. My evidence is contradictory except as to the fact

that he had some estate which he was able to use as security in

borrowing money. Actually it appears to have been but a few

thousand dollars, but he was not careful to correct exaggerated

rumors, contrariwise, he encouraged them and permitted it to be

inferred that he was possessed of a large estate, if he did not

actually cause such an inference. Thus, when he first came to

Easton, he entered into an agreement to pay over $i r,00o for a

dwelling-house, which he afterward cancelled.

He first came in contact with Lafayette College through a

letter in which he represented himself as a man of means inter-

ested in the study of philosophy and offered to found a prize at

Lafayette similar to one he had already established at Princeton.

The trustees accepted his offer and announced the prize but,

through a similarity of the names, credited it to a Rev. George H.

Stephens, a Presbyterian clergyman living in the same Presby-

tery, the George H. Stephens of the sketch being at that time

wholly unknown to the college authorities. The prize was offered

for 1892-93. Shortly after this he visited Easton and called

upon President Warfield. In the course of this first conversation,

he said he had attended the inauguration exercises of the presi-

dent, was pleased with the appearance of the college, that he was

fond of teaching and was undecided whether to go abroad and

study for awhile or to teach. He intimated that financial con-

siderations would not influence him and asked for advice. He

afterwards made application for any vacancy, reserving a certain

amount of time to look after his property interests; his record

and recommendations were excellent.
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A vacancy occurred unexpectedly, and he was engaged as in-

structor in Ethics and Logic with but a few hours of duty a week

and without salary, which fact, however, he concealed from his

home friends. His first term’s work was very satisfactory but

that of the second and third fellfar short and was not satisfactory.

The reason assigned for this was the condition of his affairs.

It seems now that the littleestate he had inherited was made use

of by him for speculative purposes. He used it as collateral to

borrow money to purchase more property, and thus to magnify

the size of his inheritance. Some of this money was borrowed

ostensibly for improvements. In December of the first year,

near the end of the first term, he went to the president with tears

in his eyes (he was quite readily moved to tears), saying he had

signed a judgment note when he thought the paper was a part-

nership agreement and that he was placed thereby in financial

straits. This transaction I believe involved his father and brother

and in which Mr. Stephens did lose heavily. It was the worry

that gave him the excuse for his poor work and he was urged

to give up his academic work and get his affairs in shape and

then return.

At the expiration of the first year he was re-engaged for a

definite period of two years, this time at a salary, but his work

did not prove satisfactory. He was able to do a certain amount

of good work, but could not keep it up; he pleaded for another

chance and a third year was given him.

In his third year he was somewhat better, but still his work

was not satisfactory. During the year he entered more heartily

into church and society life. He was at times inclined to self-

esteem almost reaching self-conceit in his relations with his asso-

ciates, which was particularly manifested in remarks about the

interest of certain young ladies in himself. It should be said

that Mr. Stephens denied being a party to the agreement for a

definite period, but asserted that his engagement was an indefi-

nite one and that much of his apparent unsatisfactory work was

the result of conditions imposed upon him, preventing his fol-

lowing his own methods. As to the first part of his contention,

there is documentary evidence to show his error; the rest of his

statement is given to show that even before his dismissal he had

a grievance against the president.
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When he was informed that he would not be re-engaged after

his third year, finding pleading of no avail, he began to make

promises in the nature of bribes, and afterwards of threats. There

was nothing he would leave undone to injure the president, or

the president through the college. He brought the subject to

the attention of the faculty; and made a long statement to one

of his classes, at the close of which he endeavored to poll them to

secure their opinion. Finally, he insisted on appearing before

the board of trustees, where he read a portion of a statement

he had prepared. After listening for an hour to the reading of

this document, the trustees arrested its reading before apparently

but one-third of the manuscript had been read.

In the following autumn (1897) he made application to become

a post-graduate student in the subjects taught by the president.

He visited Easton quite frequently after his connection with the

college ceased. The acts associated with his name which brought

him into his present notoriety are the burning of Pardee Hall on

the night of December 17-18, 1897; and it is well to note that

the building was fired in the department of a professor with

whom Stephens had a discussion; a few days afterward the cutting

of the main stalks of the ivy on the College Chapel; the cutting of

the bellows of the chapel organ, probably during the Christmas

vacation. In this connection it may be said that he had been

accustomed to play on this instrument, which accounts for his

having a key to the chapel.

On the Day of Prayer for Colleges, January 27th, i898, the

chapel hymn books and Bible were missing and were afterwards

found in a cistern in the rear of South College. Professor

Stephens was in Easton and present at the services on that day.

The next event to be celebrated was the visit of the Princeton

baseball team to Easton. On the night previous, the seats and

pulpit of the chapel as well as the organ, the hymn books and

Bible were treated with a coat of tar, which evidently had been

poured out of some vessel with a spout. On this same night the

ivy on some of the dormitories was cut. The final act was on

Saturday, June i8, the night before Baccalaureate Sunday, when

he entered the chapel and was interrupted in his plans as already

stated. This led to his identification and arrest.

Another incident happening about this time should be men-



504 GEORGE H. STaPHENS-INSANE OR CRIMINAL [Jan.

tioned. A barn upon his property was burned to the ground,

which was heavily insured. The insurance was collected and

put in the bank. A neighbor who was, at this time, endeav-

oring to collect a debt for money loaned, levied on this bank

account. Not long after this a barn of this man was burned to

the ground.

After his arrest by the detectives, he was submitted to their

cork-screw methods, and finally giving way, made a statement

in which he confessed committing all the acts mentioned, from the

burning of Pardee Hall down to his entrance into the chapel on

the evening of June i8th. The effect of this confession on th�

legal determination of his guilt or innocence does not concern us.

It is sufficient to know that he made such a confession justifying

himself for his actions, because the president was his enemy, as

shown by not giving him a fair show while he was teaching; in

disgracing him by not continuing his services in the college,

and by following him, now that he was dismissed, with positive

efforts to prevent his securing another appointment. It was

only near the close of his confession that he seemed to express

any regret, or to be conscious that he had done anything but a

perfectly justifiable act. In this confession he testified that he

had brooded over the wrong done to him, and had thought much

of the agent who had so injured him. He had been interested in

the newspaper accounts of the struggle of the Cubans for inde-

pendence, and in his brooding he traced a parallel between his

own case and the suffering Cubans. They were afflicted by a

Weyler, he by a Warfield. He had seen a box of matches in a

hotel, and the use he could make of them had been suggested to

him until his continued “brooding” led him to light the fire in

Pardee Hall. He had read about the barb-wire trocha that was

cut; he, too, had some cutting to do and the ivy suffered. Each

overt act had been the result of an impulse caused by his con-

tinual brooding over his ill-treatment.

He was remanded for trial and being unable to secure bail was

imprisoned awaiting that event. The law’s delay has been illus-

trated in two postponements, the last until the February, 1899,

term of court, so the result of the judicial injury cannot be incor-

porated in this paper.

I have been able to gather a number of additional incidents, but
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they furnish nothing differing from those mentioned. After the

fire, he spoke calmly about - it to several of his acquaintances in

Easton, expressing regret that the building where he taught

should be destroyed. Some of his little financial dealings show

signs of scheming and sharp dealing that may indicate a lack of

moral integrity, but to gather them up seems almost to be sweep-

ing gossip in a heap.

Such, then, are some of the incidents relating to this man who

has achieved at least a wide-spread notoriety, however ephemeral,

so that in the writer’s experience during the year, when it was

known that he lived in Easton, whether the fact was announced

at Denver or at Eastport, Maine, the comment invariably was:

“That is the place where the professor set fire to a college.”

Easton, Pa., January, 1899.




